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Ask any fan of bone-chilling, spine-tingling, hauntingly lonesome traditional bluegrass who the music’s best modern-day flamekeepers are and it won’t take long for the name of Junior Sisk to come up.  Sisk scored big in 2009 with Blue Side of the Blue Ridge, a widely lauded album that announced the rebirth of his band, Ramblers Choice, and a reunion with his cousin and long-time musical partner, bassist/vocalist Tim Massey. With the release of Heartaches and Dreams, their second effort for Rebel Records, the train keeps rolling with some more of the hardest-edged, most soulful bluegrass being made today.  


That’s not to say that nothing has changed with this new project.  For one thing, rather than traveling to Nashville to record, Junior and the boys stuck closer to their Blue Ridge home with the choice of Wes Easter and his studio.  And there’s a new band member, too, as young Jason Tomlin takes over the mandolin chair and makes it his own.  But for the most part, it’s a project squarely in line with its predecessor—because when you get right down to it, Junior Sisk is a man who knows exactly what kind of music he wants to make, and he’s been making it exceedingly well, and in the same “traditional-plus” vein, for a long time.


First earning attention as a songwriter when the Lonesome River Band began recording his material, Junior stepped out onto the national stage in the late 1990s as the singer/guitarist with Wyatt Rice & Santa Cruz, and then with Ramblers Choice.  Following a brief stint with the Lost & Found, Junior settled into a productive partnership with mandolin player Alan Bibey in the renowned band BlueRidge.  After a brief pause, Junior emerged in 2008 with a reinvigorated Ramblers Choice.  Partnered once again with Tim Massey, he turned to longtime friend Ronnie Bowman for production duties on Blue Side of the Blue Ridge, and the stellar combination of studio polish, raw vocal soul and blistering chops earned Junior, Ramblers Choice and the album itself nominations for the International Bluegrass Music Association’s 2009 Album Of The Year, Song Of The Year (for the Tom T. and Dixie Hall-penned “Leaving Baker County”), Male Vocalist of the Year and Emerging Artist of the Year honors, complete with a gripping performance at the organization’s Awards Show.  


Heartaches and Dreams, then, qualifies as an eagerly-awaited follow-up to a major release, and it lives up to every expectation.  The Halls are back with a rattling opening number, “Train Without A Track,” and from there until the closing remake of a Bill Monroe gospel classic, “Let The Light Shine Down,” it’s a non-stop journey through musical territory that Junior Sisk and Ramblers Choice own like it was their own back 40. As always, there are Sisk and Massey originals, along with new contributions from colleagues working in the same traditional vein—some veterans, like Kentucky’s Bill Castle, some youngsters, like Matt Jones and Daniel Salyer.  And while they’re not afraid to draw on distant sources like classic country Nashville for material, there’s a tasty dose of regional pride, too, as they resurrect a gem from recent IBMA Hall of Famers the Lonesome Pine Fiddlers and one from the rich catalog of the McPeak Brothers.


Yet whatever the source of the song, each performance is a pure delight for a bluegrass fan, and a gripping introduction for those new to the sound.  The banjo is crisp and hard-driving, the rhythm sure and solid, the mandolin and fiddle lithe and flowing, the harmonies clean and thrilling—and over it all is the unadulterated soul of Junior Sisk’s mournful mountain voice, hard-bitten and lonesome in the great tradition of singers from Carter Stanley to Keith Whitley.  At a time when bluegrass is headed in more directions than ever before, and attention flows to the latest fads and fashions, Heartaches and Dreams puts the spotlight back where it belongs: a good song, a hot band, and a great, great voice.  More than any single sound, that’s the essence of bluegrass tradition, and it’s all right here.

